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INTRODUCTION 


s our population grows older, profound 
implications will arise for Canadian society. Many 
important public issues are and will be emerging 
as a result. 

This booklet is an attempt to profile Canada's seniors as they 
are and as they see themselves. It is not intended to provide a 
comprehensive description, but rather an overall perspective on the 
seniors population. 

As seniors themselves well know, there are many inaccurate 
perceptions and even stereotypes about aging in our society. We 
often view aging as a process that begins later in life, usually around 
age 65. Those who have passed that age, then, are often regarded as 
passive and dependent, rather than as active and independent 
members of society. 

Such generalizations completely miss the fact that aging is a 
lifelong process which encompasses a whole series of changes from 
birth to death. There exists no sudden or artificial transition to old 
age. Even many of the changes usually associated with aging, such 
as greying hair, begin long before seniors status is acquired at age 65. 


The following presentation will challenge some of the 
commonly held myths and misperceptions about seniors. The 
perspective here is drawn from statistical data, but behind the 
statistics are the lives of almost three million Canadians who are an 
integral and dynamic part of our society. 


1 THE NUMBER OF SENIORS 
CONTINUES TO GROW 


he aging of the ey boom generation, in 


combined atin a chareenivic deal in she naar 


rate since the early 1960s, will mean 1 further growth in the 


proportion of Canada’s seniors rs population well into the 


next century. Falling mortality rates will also continue 


adding to then number of seniors. The proportion of 


seniors dane are over 85 ean awn tO increase. Bye Ae 


ratio of women ton men, which has. s grown rapidly si since the 


early. 1960s, will decline. 


5 Canada’s Seniors — A Dynamic Force 


ADR POE Met oy LN AS tle DORA ETO EAS Ley yg Ce NT BE DAT hE AR ty SNE eT Th, PRE PST nr 


In 1986, 2.7 million Canadians were over 65; that’s 11 per 
cent of our population, compared to 6 per cent in 1931. 


By the year 2031, the percentage of seniors could rise to 
22 per cent of the population or 7.5 million Canadians. 


Figure 1.1 
The proportion 
of seniors in 
Canada, 1931- 
2031 


22.4 


1931 19at 1971 1991 2011 2031 


The proportion of seniors in the provinces ranges from 13 
per cent in Prince Edward Island, Manitoba and 
Saskatchewan to 9 per cent in Newfoundland, 8 per cent 
in Alberta and 4 per cent in the Yukon Territories. By the 
year 2000, provincial variations are expected to converge 
toward the national average. 


Seniors in Canada constitute a smaller percentage of the 
population than do seniors in many other industrialized 
countries. In Sweden, seniors make up 17 per cent of the 
population, in the United Kingdom 15 per cent and in the 
United States 12 per cent. 


NB 


Among seniors, the percentage of those over 80 could 
grow from 20 per cent in 1986 to 25 per cent in 2001. 


Life expectancy continues to increase. Life expectancy at 
birth for women is 80 years, up from 74 in the early 
1960s; for men it is 73 years, up from 68 in the early 
1960s. 


At age 65, a woman can expect to live 19 more years and 
a man 15 more years. 


There are 120 women for every 100 men in the 65-69 age 
group. Among those 85 and over, there are 229 women 
for every 100 men. 


50 


229 Figure 1.2 
aes The number of 
women for 


every 100 men, 
age 65-69 and 


age 85+ (1986) 


120 
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2 MUCH DIVERSITY AMONG SENIORS 


eniors as a 1 group are not homogeneous. The 


differences HOURS them in health, marital 


status, housing, i income and ethnicity are as s great as they 


HOES younger Canadians. The HOMES situations of 


older women often differ considerably from men n of the 


same age. As Canadians live Ae this diversity will 


continue to grow The designation af 65 and over” ‘for 


seniors is becoming increasingly arbitrary. 


‘Seniors, like other Canadians, are of different ; 


generations, each with their own 1 history of social 


experiences. Some, for example, I have experienced the 


First World War: others’ memories do not HEC -date the 
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Depression. In addition to a particular set of social 


experiences, seniors, as a group, differ from younger 


Canadians in several ways: 


° Eleven per cent of Canadians over 65 speak neither 


English nor French at home — nearly double the 
percentage of those under 50. 


e Older Canadians are more likely to be of British origin 


than are younger ones. Fifty-five per cent of those 80 and 
over are of British descent compared to 39 per cent of 
those under 65. 


° Older Canadians are less likely to be of French origin 


than are younger ones. Twenty per cent of those 80 and 
over are of French descent, compared to 27 per cent of 
those under 65. 


Seniors make up 14 per cent of the population of villages 
with 1000 to 2499 people — a higher concentration than 


in rural areas and large urban centres. 


» Seventy-seven per cent of men 65 and over are married, 


compared to 41 per cent of women of the same age. 


10 


> Thirty per cent of women in the 65-69 age group are 
widowed compared to 6 per cent of men. By age 90 and 
over, more than 84 per cent of women are widowed, 


compared to 54 per cent of men. 


Between 1961 and 1986, the proportion of women 65 and 
over living alone doubled from 15 per cent to 34 per cent. 
The proportion of men 65 and over living alone increased 
from 9 per cent to 14 per cent in the same period. 


Figure 2.1 
Seniors living 
alone: men and 
— women 


ome §=—\V\ Omen 


eee (lien 


e In 1986 only 2 per cent of seniors between 65 and 69 lived 
in institutions, compared to 37 per cent of Canadians 85 


and over. 

40 % 
30 
20 
10 

2 
0 
65-69 85+ 


e Twenty-eight per cent of men aged 85 and over live in 
institutions, compared to 40 per cent of women of that 


age group. 
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Figure 2.2 
Institutionali- 
zation by age 
group (1986) 


3 SENIORS ARE INDEPENDENT — AND 


INTERDEPENDENT 


eople over 65 are too often viewed as passive 


and dependent. In reality, the vast majority are 
as independent as adults under 65. Maximum 
independence for seniors, as for younger adults, is 
achieved through interdependent living, that is, in 
mutually supportive relationships with others. 

Most Canadians receive — and give —a great 

deal of social Digian most of it within their Aalesde e 7 
family and friends. Far less is provided through ie 
institutions and social services. When aging creates 
special needs, seniors want to make choices about the aid 
required with daily activities, for example, as well as about 
the support they give to others. | 


A majority of seniors have the financial 


resources to live in their own homes. Many seniors also 
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give money to their children. However, the income of 


seniors is concentrated at the lower end of the income 


scale. 


e Fifteen per cent of seniors give babysitting help to friends 
and family living outside their home. 


e Twenty per cent of seniors need help with grocery 
shopping and 4 per cent need help with personal care. 


e Eighty per cent of women and 50 per cent of men over 80 
do their own housework. 


e Sixty-four per cent of seniors own their own home, most 
of them mortgage free. 


° Eight per cent of older Canadians live in institutions in 
which some custody or care is provided. 


80 % 


Figure 3.1 
Living 
arrangements: 

be 
——— seniors living im 
institutions, 
and seniors 
owning their 
own homes 
(1986) 


60 


8 


—— Ss a 


Institution Own home 


13 Canada’s Seniors — A Dynamic Force 


14 Car 


- In 1986, 45 per cent of families with heads aged 65 and 


over had incomes under $20,000, compared to 18 per cent 
of families with heads under 65. 


Fifty per cent of single individuals aged 65 and over had 
incomes under $10,000 in 1986. 


Income support from governments, including Old Age 
Security and the Guaranteed Income Supplement (OAS 
and GIS), is the single largest source of income for 
people aged 65 and over, providing 40 per cent of the 
income of older married couples and 58 per cent of the 
income of unattached individuals 65 and over. 


Transfer 


Investment 


Wages and A 3 


: | | | | 

| | 

cos ae io Wess 
0 | a0) | } | (al 4() | 0) | 60) 


™ Unattached Family heads 


Figure 3.2 
Sources of 
income (1986) 
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Investment income was the second largest source of 
income for seniors in 1986, accounting for 19 per cent of 
the income of older couples. 


Wages and salaries accounted for 21 per cent of the 
income of families with heads 65 and over and 3 per cent 
for unattached individuals 65 and over. 


4 MOST SENIORS ARE HEALTHY 


ging and poor health are not synonymous. 


In fact, the vast majority of seniors remain 
healthy enough to live independently. Most seniors also 
believe they are in good health, although reported health 
status differs widely among those with different income 
and education levels. Older people drink less, smoke less 


and have increased their physical fitness more than other 


age groups. 
Seniors, as a group, are heavy users of health 


care facilities, but extended hospital stays occur only 
among a small proportion of older people. However, many 
chronic health conditions usually associated with old age 
often require longer term care. 

But the frequent occurrence of specific 


physiological changes does not mean that seniors are 


necessarily unhealthy or disabled in any significant way. 


AM Ede VL EY Yo TalingX? Sig 3 Sey AAR NIPE SS Sota Fe SPU AL Ae PPLE FRCL Bee ee er 
Ei Dede ME AI VR, te oe LETS Net me Se TR RE AN 6 tt ae SS as rf Be 
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When certain activities do become difficult for seniors, 


changes in the physical and social environment can often 


compensate for any loss in functional ability. 


° Sixty-seven per cent of seniors aged 65 to 74 said their 
health was good or excellent. Fifty-seven per cent of 


those over 75 believed the same. 


Figure 4.1 
Seniors who 
believe their 
health is good or 
excellent (1986) 


40 


20 


65-69 85+ 


° Women over 65 report somewhat poorer health than men 


over 65. 


° Seventy per cent of seniors over 65 stated that life was 
not very or not at all stressful. Forty-eight per cent of 


those under 55 said the same. 
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Fifty-six per cent of Canadians aged 65 to 74 report 
visiting a general practitioner three or more times in the 
previous year, compared to 40 per cent of those aged 

45 to 54. 


Among older Canadians who consider themselves very 
poor, 46 per cent say they are in very good or excellent 
health. Sixty-eight per cent of seniors who are upper 


middle class report the same degree of health. 


» Seventy-two per cent of seniors who have completed 


post-secondary education report that they are in very 
good or excellent health, compared to 35 per cent of 


seniors who have an elementary education or less. 


Nineteen per cent of Canadians over 65 smoke compared 
to 37 per cent of those under 55. Eighteen per cent of 
seniors never drink alcoholic beverages, compared to 


6 per cent of adults under 55. 


° The proportion of able-bodied seniors who exercised 
regularly increased from 50 per cent to 60 per cent 
between 1976 and 1981. Increases were considerably less 


in all other age groups. 


80 % 


Figure 4.2 
Participation in 
exercise 


e Seniors account for 49 per cent of hospital patient days. 
But a small number of seniors account for most lengthy 


hospital stays. 


e Fifteen per cent of individuals aged 65 to 74 reported two 
or more disability days in the past two weeks, compared 


to 12 per cent of those aged 45 to 54. 
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e Two out of three Canadians over 65 say they have no 


long-term activity limitations. More specifically, 9 per 
cent of seniors aged 65 to 74 report that their vision limits 
their activities and 21 per cent are restricted by their 


hearing ability. 


Although 85 per cent of seniors have at least one chronic 
health problem, this does not affect the majority’s ability 


to function independently. 


9 SENIORS PARTICIPATE IN SOCIETY 


hen Canadians retire from the work 

force, their place in in societ y appears 
completely altered. But seniors continue to participate in 
numerous other social and economic activities. They 
continue to earn income, spend money on goods, donate 
money, act ¢ as volunteers, vote in elections, use mass 
media and entertainment, and some are students. 

The concept ei mandatory ‘retirement is being 
challenged cant a view ee ability, Wier pe 
chronological age, should be the basis for work iia 
HOSOI ENTE. The ability to choose the time of retirement 
means much less disruption personally. It also means that 
age 65 is becoming a much less socially significant 
transition. 

Seniors’ accumulation of a lifetime of experience 
and UTES iS ba yet an under-utilized resource i 
Canadian society. As our society BE: older Canadians’ 


contributions will I become more important than ever. 
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e Labour force participation among men aged 65 to 69 has 
declined from 25 per cent in 1976 to 18 per cent in 1986. 
Participation for women has dropped only slightly, from 


8 per cent to 7 per cent during the same period. 


Figure 5.1 
Labour force 
participation 
(1986) 


Men Women 


e Unattached individuals aged 65 and over and families 
headed by a person 65 and over spent $20 billion on 


goods and services in Canada during 1982. 


e Seniors’ spending on food is 9 per cent of total food 
expenditure in Canada — only slightly less than their 


percentage of the population. 
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e In one month, 58 per cent of persons 65 and over travel 
outside their home community, 61 per cent visit public 
places such as movie theatres and restaurants and 24 per 
cent go out to activities such as bingo, card games or 


courses. 


° Seventeen per cent of men and 16 per cent of women 


aged 65 to 69 do volunteer work. 


° The proportion of those who say they voted in the 1984 
federal election is around 90 per cent for all age groups 
between 36 and 75. But 86 per cent of seniors 75 and 
over voted, compared to 72 per cent of those aged 
TS t0r20. 


100 % 


Figure 5.2 
Voting in the 
1984 federal 
election by age 


&roup 
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° Men over 60 watch an average of 33 hours of television a 


week, women watch 36 hours. In comparison, men 18 
and over watch 23 hours of TV each week and women 


watch 27 hours. 


° Seventy-nine per cent of Canadians 65 and over read at 


least one newspaper a week. 


6 TODAY’S SENIORS AND TOMORROW’S 
SENIORS 


y the ‘year 2021, « one in n five Canadians will be 
over 65. This aging oa the population will 


significantly affect our future society. 
Today’ S Hee boom generation will become a 


generation of: seniors early 1 in the next century. Like 


previous generations, it will have characteristics all its. 


own, including high levels of education, and, experts say, 


a a greater demand for self- fulfilment. Divorce 1 is more 


common within this age group. Few have experienced 


war. No preceding generation has known such levels of 


affluence as they know them. Tomorrow's seniors will eo 


more financial security acre many more have company 
or personal pension plans. The fact that a growing 


number of women are working will also mean more 
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financial independence for them when they become 
seniors. 

As their qualities and numbers suggest, future 
seniors will not accept a passive position in society and 
will make forceful demands on policy-makers. 

Just as Canadians had to respond to the rapid 
increase in the school-age population in the 1950s and 
60s, we will have to respond to the seniors boom. 

Increased public awareness, thoughtful 
discussion and careful planning will ensure that a positive 
framework is developed to respond to the opportunities | 
and adjustments of an aging population. 

Aging is part of everyone's experience and the 
concerns of seniors are shared by all Canadians. Today's 
seniors are in the vanguard of the changes today’s 
younger Canadians will face. As our society ages, 
seniors’ experiences are a valuable source of insight for us 


all. They have built the country we now live in and are an 
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essential resource as we plan together for the future. 

The dynamic force of Canada’s seniors must be 
utilized to provide opportunities for their own continued 
independence and health and for their contribution to our 


common future. 


ZT, 
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